THE DECLINE OF THE MIDDLE AGES
Catholic society) an appeal to the poor, and popular scraps of
verse have come down to us, as well as prose, which had already
begun to approximate to what to-day we call English—only
there was much more of the old Anglo-Saxon stuff than of
French in them; but the French order of words and the
simplified French syntax modified even these popular dialects.
Now, the Black Death severely wounded the educational
system of England in the upper and middle classes. It left the
bringing up of the children in the hands of servants or ill-
instructed popular teachers; the clergy and the monks and
nuns who did most of the teaching were hurriedly replaced,
greatly lessened in numbers, and often superficially trained in
the haste to fill the gaps which the plague had made. The
influence of all these things combined was to raise a generation
which, after the Black Death, began to lose, even in the upper
classes, the use of the French tongue; it began to think, even
in the upper classes, more and more in the new tongue, which
was somewhat nearer the old Anglo-Saxon dialects than the
French, although it was a fusion of both; and this tongue which
thus mastered the culture of the whole country after the four-
teenth century and during the first years of the fifteenth century
was what to-day we call English. It was a new speech, though
there may be found any number of sentences in it which are
almost identical with the old Anglo-Saxon dialects, and hardly
any which are identical with French sentences.
So great a social change could, of course, only come gradually;
half a century after the Black Death, round the turn of the
year 1400—twenty years before it and on till some years after—
you find the French language holding its own, but over a more
and more restricted section of the governing classes. Religious
activity, whether orthodox or of the new heresies, mainly uses
the new English among all classes for its medium: all Wycliffe's
movement is mainly propagated in English, and the most widely
read poetry is English—of which, of course, the two great
examples are Piers Plowman, which was written between 1366
and 1400, and the works of Chaucer. These last are so like
modern English that, if we modernize the spelling, we can
read them with no great difficulty, and almost without the use
of a glossary. William of Wykeham, the great Churchman
who founded Winchester and New College at Oxford, who
sprang from the populace and was a Hampshire man, writes as
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